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For all those who find the strength to do the right thing against the odds




CHAPTER 1

MUCHEN WANG HAD been set on fire in Somalia, evaded grenade attacks in Congo, and dodged bullets in Sudan, but he’d never faced tachycardic danger like this. He felt death pressing in from all sides. The casual observer would have seen a handsome thirty-two-year-old Chinese man waiting outside a featureless glass-and-steel office block in downtown Tokyo, but the way his thumb continually rubbed his index finger and his eyes constantly scanned the street were clues to concealed anxiety.

He saw two faces he recognized over the heads of morning commuters. Yoshio Sasaki and Ito Ishikawa were his Japanese contacts: both around his age, fit, tough, and clothed in the elegantly cut suits favored by senior Yakuza. They remained expressionless, nodding to him without speaking.

“Did you get the sample?” Muchen asked in fluent Japanese.

Yoshio nodded and produced a small plastic case from his pocket. “It took some doing,” he said. “The man’s been dead a long time.”

“Why do you want it?” Ito asked.

“Let’s get inside,” Muchen responded. He wasn’t ready to share his suspicions just yet.

He led them through the main entrance into a deserted lobby. They headed for the single elevator located at the heart of the building.

“Why this lab?” Ito asked, as they stepped into the waiting car.

“Anywhere else and we’d run the risk of being discovered,” Muchen replied.

He had Japanese Yakuza on one side, cops on the other, intelligence agencies sniffing around—powerful men with far-seeing eyes and long reach. There wasn’t a single official lab in Tokyo that was entirely safe, so he’d chosen this commercial provider because it did the kind of ask-no-questions work he needed right now.

“We’ll run a test here,” Muchen said, as they rode the elevator up to the fourth floor. “I’ve asked Nuwa to meet us here. If we get confirmation, she’ll take the samples to Beijing.”

Muchen had been playing the game long enough to know not to trust anyone. He’d had to tell his Japanese colleagues he wanted a DNA sample from a long-dead man, but he’d kept them in the dark as to why, and he hadn’t told Nuwa anything at all. She’d only learn the truth if the test confirmed his worst suspicions.

The elevator doors opened with a soft chime, and Muchen led Yoshio and Ito into a deserted lobby. He checked his watch. His appointment was for 8:30 a.m. and he was only a couple of minutes early. Something felt wrong.

“Hello?” he called, heading for a door marked “Laboratory.”

“Muchen, take a look,” Yoshio said, as they passed the reception desk.

He signaled toward a CCTV monitor behind the counter. On-screen, a man dressed in black was visible running up the stairwell. When he studied the image, Muchen saw the visitor was wearing a Yase Otoko mask traditionally used in Japanese Noh theater. It depicted an emaciated man suffering in hell: hollow-eyed, cheeks sunken and mouth contorted in pain. It was an odd choice for an assassin, but there was little doubt this was what the man was. He had been terrorizing the operations of the Mayako-kai, Tokyo’s most notorious Yakuza clan, for weeks. He held a Minebea PM-9 submachine gun, short, snub, with a distinctive foregrip, and he had a long gun case slung over his back. He wore a hooded top and jeans, both in matching funereal black.

“Did you tell anyone where we were meeting?” Muchen asked his companions.

“We had to file an official request for the sample,” Yoshio replied, and Muchen cursed.

“And you told Nuwa,” Ito countered.

Muchen couldn’t believe she would have betrayed him, but anything was possible in this line of work. If he couldn’t trust her, who could he turn to?

“Will you fight with me?” he asked the other two.

They nodded and he saw resolve in their eyes. If they were to meet their end here, it would only be after resisting fiercely.

“This secret must not die with us!” Muchen told them.

If he was right about who was behind the attacks on the Mayako-kai, the world had to know.

On-screen, the masked assassin attached something to the metal security door, and there was a blinding flash.

Thermite.

When the flare died away, the entrance was deserted, and the door to the elevator lobby was hanging open.

“He’s inside,” Muchen told the others. “We need to move! Quick, into the lab.”

They ran through into a workspace with no sign of any occupants. Four rows of workbenches were covered in expensive, state-of-the-art equipment—the protein sequencers and gene readers that had drawn Muchen to this private laboratory. The assassin would be entering by the same door, but there was a fire escape beyond the last row of benches and Muchen made for it now.

As he started running, he heard the door open behind him. In the next instant the lab erupted in a shower of broken glass and debris as suppressed gunfire and the stench of gun smoke filled the room. Muchen glanced back, ducking for cover behind a rear bench.

Yoshio and Ito took cover and returned fire, the cracking sound of their pistol shots loud and brash in contrast to the killer’s suppressed fire. The Yase Otoko disguise made the assassin look agonized but the eyes that peered out from behind the two holes in the mask were soulless. He stepped back behind the cover of the doorframe and Muchen ran along behind the bench, staying hunched over to maximize the protection it offered.

There was a loud bang and he peered over the top to see pink smoke filling the air around Yoshio and Ito. He instinctively held his breath as both men fell to their knees, clutching their throats, choking on their last lungful of poisoned air.

Muchen made it to the fire exit, popped the bar and burst through into the stairwell beyond. He sprinted down the concrete steps, taking them two, three, four at a time. He made it down two flights before he heard the door above him slam into the wall, and when he glanced up, he saw the masked assassin look down, the terrible mask a grim prophecy of the fate that awaited Muchen if he was too slow.

Muchen didn’t linger. He leaped down the last flight of stairs and tumbled through the exterior fire door into the street.




CHAPTER 2

MUCHEN SPRINTED ALONG a narrow passageway between two skyscrapers and burst onto Eitai-dori, one of the main routes through Chiyoda City, the political and financial center of Tokyo. The afternoon sun slashed across the pavement in stark, papercut angles drawn by the high-rise buildings. August’s heat hung heavy in the air, mixed with the acrid tang of car exhaust and the distant sizzle of street-side grills. His heart hammered like a war drum as he slammed past a row of polished black sedans idling at a crosswalk.

Above him, the steel girders of the railway bridge groaned as a commuter train thundered past, windows rattling. A high-pitched whistle shrieked, drowning out his ragged breathing. Sparks flickered where the wheels kissed the rails. When he made it to the far side of the bridge, he glanced up. Nanbu Building’s mirrored façade winked in the sunlight, a monolith indifferent to his panic.

He pulled a cellphone from his pocket as he sprinted in the direction of the tower, soles slapping the asphalt. Sidewalk vendors hawked yakitori and onigiri, the scent of soy sauce and grilled chicken drifting toward him—he was so close to normal life, yet completely outside of it. Pedestrians in crisp business attire gave him a wide berth and preferred not even to look at the wild man in their midst. Muchen tried to find a signal, but his phone wasn’t registering anything. He was in one of the busiest parts of Tokyo and he couldn’t even get a cell signal. It seemed an unlikely failure and too convenient for his enemies to be a coincidence. Did the assassin in the Yase Otoko mask somehow have the ability to neutralize his phone?

It was then that he noticed people around him looking at their own phones in puzzlement, expressing annoyance at failed calls and conversations abruptly ended. The local cell towers must have been disabled to prevent him from sharing his suspicions. He needed a new plan. The old man’s DNA sample was still with Yoshio, who was undoubtedly dead. The unknown opponent who’d been terrorizing the Yakuza was on Muchen’s tail, and he had no idea who he could trust. There was even an outside chance the killer had been set on him by his own people. He cast around for inspiration and realized he was near his lawyer’s office in the Nanbu Building.

Muchen glanced back to see the assassin jogging along the street behind him, his hood concealing the mask from all but the most observant passersby.

Ahead of him, the Nanbu Building was less than a block away. Sunlight glared off a passing taxi’s windshield, melting into a dazzle that seared the back of his eyes. Every sound was an echo of the fear he felt, every hot, rapid breath brought the taste of panic.

He ran between the glass double doors of the building and didn’t break stride as he raced across the marble floor and through the vaulted lobby. He jumped the glass security barrier raising cries of alarm from the nearby security guards, but he paid them no heed and slid inside an elevator as its doors closed.

Half a dozen workers looked at him sideways as he doubled over, hands on his knees, and tried to catch his breath.

He got out at the first stop, the Nanbu reception area on the tenth floor, and walked straight through the elegant lobby to the interior security door.

“Reina Taniguchi,” he said to the receptionist. “She’s expecting me.”

“Of course, Mr. Wang,” the receptionist replied, before buzzing him through.

Muchen jogged along the corridor past the open-plan space where junior lawyers sat at their desks. The glass walls beyond them offered an expansive view of the neighboring high-rises.

Muchen reached Reina’s corner office and went in without knocking. For once, his usually sharp, resourceful lawyer was at a loss for words, looking up wide-eyed from her desk, surprised to see her client striding toward her unannounced.

“I’m sorry for the intrusion, Miss Taniguchi,” Muchen said. “I must tell you something …”

He hesitated then. If he told the lawyer his suspicions, it would be as good as a death sentence for her. This knowledge should only be shared with someone who could protect themself by any and every means necessary. A name rose unbidden to the forefront of his mind: that of a man who’d achieved near-mythical status for what he’d done in Moscow and Beijing, someone who would not hesitate to pursue the truth at any cost. Muchen had been involved in debriefing him in Beijing and had been struck then by the man’s tenacity and integrity. By a quirk of fate, Muchen had discovered the same man was in business with Nanbu after he’d engaged them to work on his own case, which meant Reina would recognize the name …

Muchen was about to say it when all the air was driven from his lungs under the impact of a bullet, which shattered the east window and lodged itself in his chest. Muchen registered the masked assassin sighting his rifle from a circular aperture cut in one of the windows of a building across the street. He tried to run, but his legs were unresponsive and gave way beneath him.

He barely registered Reina’s scream as the second round hit him in the chest, knocking him onto his back.

There was no pain, just a growing sense of distance. Muchen knew that was a bad sign and he didn’t have long. Reina was on her hands and knees beside him. She had her cellphone out and was crying. Her face was directly above his, eyes full of tears. Her voice sounded panicked and fearful as she spoke to the police.

“Reina,” Muchen said. His voice was so weak he could scarcely believe he was the one speaking. She paused and leaned closer to listen to his whispered last request. “Get Jack Morgan.”




CHAPTER 3

THE SHINING CITY came into view through wisps of cloud as the aircraft descended. I’d spent most of the twelve-hour journey from LAX working, corresponding with country managers around the world, taking advantage of my enforced stillness to catch up on outstanding tasks while those around me slept.

The flight attendants in first class looked after me well, checking I had regular drinks, meals and snacks, talking in hushed tones to avoid waking any of my fellow passengers. Fatigue had finally caught up with me three hours out of Tokyo, and I’d slept for a couple of hours, falling into a restless sleep haunted by vivid dreams.

I saw Justine gunned down again, stricken and bleeding in the Sam Goldwyn Theater, a chaotic replay of the attack that had taken me to Dublin. I could never forget the pleading look on her face, my powerlessness to help as I watched her life-force leeched away. My very worst nightmare was waking to a world in which I hadn’t been able to save her. Justine Smith was the love of my life and I couldn’t imagine existing without her.

I opened my eyes with a start and squinted into the dazzling sunlight flooding the cabin as one of the attendants raised the blinds for landing. My pounding heart settled as I remembered that here in the real world, I had been able to save Justine, who was still very much a part of my life, both personal and professional. She’d decided to stay in Los Angeles rather than accompany me to Tokyo because she was helping the FBI with their investigation of an interstate arsonist who was mailing firebombs to banks up and down the West Coast. Justine and I worked together at Private. She was an expert psychologist and one of the world’s leading criminal profilers. For a long time after I’d returned from Ireland, I hadn’t wanted us to be separated even for a minute. But I’d been summoned to Tokyo by the words of a dying man. He’d asked for me with his very last breath.

I was pretty sure Justine was pretending not to be worried about my trip, so that I wouldn’t feel bad about leaving her. We tended to spend our time at work pursuing different investigations. Then the Dublin case had changed everything and made us both aware of just how vulnerable we were, how real the threat was that one or both of us might face a violent end at any moment.

I felt the cabin pressurize ever so slightly as we began our descent. I looked through the window and watched the afternoon sun gild the fuselage, turning rivets into molten gold. Below, the churning expanse of Tokyo Bay spread out like a dark mirror, flecked with oil slicks, ferries and fishing boats. The captain’s voice crackled over the intercom, soothingly professional as he told us in English and Japanese that we’d started our descent.

I caught a glimpse of the Rainbow Bridge in the distance, its white towers slicing the sky, taut cables like the sinews of a titan suspended above the water. The city’s grid drifted into focus: neat blocks of high-rises, streets weaving around them. We banked sharply to the left and Tokyo Tower appeared, its orange lattice gleaming like a warning beacon. Below it, Shiba Park’s emerald canopy promised a haven of tranquility. My eyes darted to the runway lights scrolling into view across a strip of land—Haneda airport’s southern tip, jutting into the bay like a steel dagger.

I felt the engines spool back, a low hum vibrating through the floor, and the flaps extended with a hiss. Below us, cargo cranes loomed like silent sentinels, containers stacked in perfect rectangles alongside giant ships. I spotted a glint of sunlight off a rooftop helipad, a lone chopper standing guard.

As we angled lower, Tokyo landmarks flashed by in a blur: the red-tiled roofs of Odaiba, a lattice of highways threading through warehouses; tiny figures on the Yamanote Line, ant-sized humans crawling toward their stations. The scent of jet fuel mixed with the faint tang of saltwater carried on the breeze that leaked through the cabin seals.

The runway grew larger, its white stripes yawning toward us. The flaps lowered further and the landing gear dropped with a mechanical clank that seemed to resonate in my chest. Moments later, the plane’s nose pitched up to check our approach.

In that suspended moment, just before rubber met asphalt, I sensed every eye in first class looking outward, every breath being held, every heartbeat synchronized with the aircraft’s descent. And when the wheels kissed the runway there was a collective exhale, a subtle shudder running through the cabin full of people. The captain’s voice returned us all to the normal rhythm of life, as he announced our arrival into Tokyo Haneda International Airport.

When we reached the gate, I unbuckled my seatbelt and rose from the buttery-soft leather. I grabbed my small travel bag from the locker and slung it over my shoulder before giving my thanks to the cabin crew and heading across the jet bridge. I joined the flow of passengers making their way through Immigration. Once I’d retrieved my holdall from the baggage carousel and cleared Customs, I pushed through the double doors into the arrivals hall and entered a vast space of polished terrazzo flooring, soaring wooden beams, and neon-lit signs in kanji and English pointing toward taxis, car rental and public transit links.

I found Hirotaka Asano, the manager of Private Tokyo, waiting for me. I’d hired Hiro at the recommendation of Michiko Kurashima, the head of Nanbu & Associates, the law firm that was a 50 percent shareholder in my Japanese operation and also the business in whose office Muchen Wang had been murdered.

Hiro was a tall, slender man, his movements fluid and graceful, but his square jaw and stubble gave him a hardened air. He was an experienced cop who had conducted numerous murder investigations during his time with the Tokyo Police Department. His work since starting the Private office in Tokyo three years ago had focused more on corporate espionage and nowadays he tended to dress to impress the boardroom. He was wearing a navy blue suit and white shirt that was open at the collar. I’d traveled in black jeans and a black pullover and looked distinctly scruffy by comparison.

“Jack,” Hiro said as he stepped forward to offer me his hand.

I appreciated his embrace of western customs and shook it warmly before giving him a small bow.

“Hiro, good to see you.”

“Let me take that.” He tried to grab my holdall but I gripped it tightly.

“It’s okay. I’ve got it.”

“I’m parked across the way,” he said, and I followed him through the airport toward the short-term parking.

“I haven’t been able to find out anything about the victim other than his name and the fact he’d asked Nanbu to represent him against charges of extortion,” Hiro revealed. “I have no idea why he died with your name on his lips.”

“I do,” I replied.

Hiro responded with a surprised glance.

“I couldn’t risk saying anything by phone or message in case it was intercepted, but he was part of a team that debriefed me following the investigation in Beijing,” I said. “Muchen Wang was a Guoanbu agent. He worked for Chinese State Intelligence.”




CHAPTER 4

HIRO SEEMED TAKEN aback by the revelation at first and didn’t say much as we reached his car: a battleship-gray Toyota Crown, one of the marque’s executive sedans. He popped the trunk and I put my bags inside before we both got in the front.

“I don’t know why, but it never occurred to me that China would be conducting intelligence operations in Tokyo,” he said as he started the engine.

“He might not have been here officially,” I pointed out. “He could have left the agency or been working freelance.”

“You think it was possible he had left behind his old job and was here as a criminal?” Hiro remarked. “He was facing charges of extortion.”

I nodded, and Hiro fell into silent reflection as he drove us out of the parking lot. Torque pressed me against the car’s quilted leather seat as we sped away from Haneda’s gleaming terminal, the engine’s low purr vibrating through the polished woodgrain dashboard. Outside, gantries and the blur of departing taxis faded into the backdrop of the Wangan Expressway, where the city’s steel spine stretched before us. I watched tower blocks recede behind us, their mirrored windows catching the afternoon sun, while the soft hiss of tires on the asphalt kept up a hypnotic rhythm. Through the tinted glass, I caught glimpses of rust-stained oil rigs standing in Tokyo Bay, cranes arching like skeletal birds against the gray sky. Toll booths flashed red and green in a staccato rhythm. Hiro nudged the throttle, sending us hurtling past flashing billboards hawking high-rise condos and convenience stores selling a cut-price life. The car’s cabin was hushed, save for the drone of a nearby bullet train. As we climbed into the foothills, rows of silent warehouses gave way to manicured hedges and streetlamps casting long, jittery shadows. Finally, the jagged silhouette of Chūō City’s skyline pierced the horizon, and we approached Seishin Tower, an angular fortress of glass and steel where Private Tokyo was based.

Hiro parked in his reserved space in the basement garage beneath the building. Michiko and I had chosen the location because of its proximity to potential corporate clients, and our office on the fifteenth floor featured an appealing blend of contemporary design and traditional Japanese décor. The moment I stepped off the elevator, I was struck by its sleek lines and warm, organic touches. A charcoal-gray lacquered feature wall was interrupted only by a low wooden table carved from a single slab of cypress. To one side, a living wall of dark bamboo shoots climbed toward a ceiling of backlit rice-paper panels set in a shallow grid of black steel. To the other, a reception desk of glass and brushed aluminum sat atop a tatami-style mat, its edges softened by the bronze inlay of stylized kanji depicting the Japanese word for ‘trust.’ Overhead, recessed lamps highlighted the gentle curve of a fabric canopy in muted indigo. In small alcoves around the edge of the space, ikebana flower arrangements in matte-black ceramic bowls caught the eye. Unlike the floral arrangements I was accustomed to in America, ikebana focused on minimalism, a single stem or blossom often being placed in stark contrast to the space around it.

Private Tokyo’s employees, sixteen investigators, twelve administrators and six personal assistants and receptionists, had been assembled in the lobby and greeted me with a deference and respect I wasn’t accustomed to encountering elsewhere.

“Welcome, Morgan-shachō,” said Honoka Yamazaki, the assistant manager, before giving me a deep bow.

I knew from a previous trip that shachō meant ‘president’ or some other such grand title, and they called me it out of deference.

“Thank you,” I said. “Please, just call me Jack. I don’t want any special treatment. Nor do I want to disrupt your activities. You run a fine operation. Please pretend I’m not here and continue with your work. I’m very grateful for all that you do.”

I bowed respectfully, conscious of how unkempt I must look after my flight in contrast to my smartly dressed employees.

Hiro spoke briefly to the staff, who dispersed back to their desks and offices.

“I’m going to take a shower and change,” I told him before heading for the executive bathroom near his corner office.

Fifteen minutes later, I emerged feeling refreshed and more like myself in a light gray suit and white shirt. I went to join Hiro in his office and gave the open door a cursory knock before entering.

I was surprised to find him sitting with a stern-looking woman in her early thirties. She sat ramrod-straight, the angular lines of her black pantsuit effortlessly making a statement. The red silk of her blouse bled vivid color between the lapels like a warning flare. The set of her mouth was harsh and her eyes flicked toward me with the icy calm of a sniper assessing wind drift, her expression offering no hint of what she thought.

“Jack, this is Keibu Asuka Koizumi,” Hiro said.

I knew from my study of Japan’s law enforcement system that a keibu was a police inspector.

“She’s leading the investigation into Muchen Wang’s murder,” Hiro added.

Asuka didn’t stand. She simply nodded and I returned the gesture.

“How can we help?” I said as I joined them.

“I asked the Immigration Services Bureau to notify me if you made plans to travel to Japan,” she said.

“You could have asked me to inform you,” Hiro said.

“Loyalty can be a confusing thing,” Asuka replied. “In any case, our authorities did their job.”

“I always assist police investigations,” I assured her. “And would have made myself available to you immediately.”

“Of course,” she replied skeptically. “I’ve read about many of your international exploits. I think I understand you, Mr. Morgan.”

She hesitated.

“But what I don’t understand is why a criminal like Wang, with his dying breath, would summon to Tokyo the head of the world’s leading private detective agency.”

“I have no idea,” I said, and was relieved to see Hiro gave nothing away.

“And yet you’re here,” Asuka remarked. “Summoned by the ghost of a criminal.”

“I intend to find out the answer to that same question: why would a man with no connection to me say my name in his last moments?”

She fixed me with an unrelenting stare, which she held until the hairs on the nape of my neck pricked with discomfort.

“We don’t know anything else,” Hiro said, getting to his feet. “Would you like me to walk you out, Inspector?”

Asuka ignored him and held my gaze a little longer before standing abruptly. “I can find my own way.” She turned to me. “You can reach me at the First Investigation Division if you find your answer.”

She stalked out of the office, and once he was certain she was gone, Hiro let out a sigh of relief and crossed the room to close the door.

“That was unpleasant,” he said.

“Cops are the same the world over,” I replied. “I think the job makes them brittle. Jaded. In their eyes, everyone becomes a potential villain.”

“Did I seem like that?” Hiro asked.

“Maybe working here has softened you.”

He smiled. “You didn’t trust her, did you?”

“I don’t trust anyone until I know exactly what’s going on,” I told him.

I took my cellphone from my pocket and dialed a number I hadn’t used for a very long time. I was a little surprised when it was answered quickly.

“Yes,” the woman at the other end said. “What can I do for you, Mr. Morgan?”

“I have some questions about one of your associates,” I replied.

“Muchen,” she said. “This cannot be done over the phone. Let’s meet in person.”

“I’m in Tokyo,” I replied.

“I know,” she said. “So am I. I will send you a time and place to meet.”




CHAPTER 5

NUWA JIANG SENT me a message of just two words: Ameya Yokocho.

Hiro told me it was a bustling shopping street and market in the Taito district of the city. We took a cab. Traffic pulsed around the base of Seishin Tower as we climbed into the back of the white-and-red Toyota JPN taxi. The driver barely glanced at us, just gave a curt nod in the mirror before sliding the car into the torrent of Chūō City’s evening rush. Neon from vending-machine canopies bled across the windshield, strobing against the dashboard in reds and greens, as the tower’s mirrored skin fell away behind us.

We shot through the elevated on-ramp to the Inner Circular. The sun hovered low, molten, caught between high-rise silhouettes, turning the expressway’s guardrails to blades of brass. The driver cut left toward Ueno, punching through a knot of delivery bikes. Digital ads brandished corporate mascots over the roadway, anime characters with wide eyes and bright teeth.

We slipped off the highway onto Kappabashi-dori. Here the air shifted, taking on the aromas of the food stalls and restaurants we passed, soy and the unmistakable tang of grilled eel. Lanterns competed with the dying sun above narrow shopfronts. We stopped just before the railway bridges that marked Ameya Yokocho’s east entrance. The market seethed beneath the shadow of the bridge, and I could see vendors barking prices, commuters elbowing past with plastic-bag trophies, the whole strip throbbing like an exposed nerve. I paid the driver in silence, and Hiro and I stepped onto the sidewalk. Nuwa waited somewhere among the chaos ahead of us.

“How do you know this woman?” my associate asked as we walked along Kasuga-dori.

“Nuwa Jiang was helpful when I was in Beijing. She steered me toward a rogue faction within Chinese Intelligence that was colluding with the Russians,” I replied.

We passed beneath the bridge as a train rumbled overhead, drowning out the noise of the throng on the other side. When we emerged into the evening light we were in the shopping street proper, sticking tight to the tracks between Ueno and Okachimachi stations. Narrow alleyways spread to the west, extending the market into the blocks beyond, but we stayed on the main thoroughfare. Rose-tinted evening light fractured against corrugated shutters and plastic awnings, turning each narrow aisle into a strobing tunnel where every face was half-shadow, half-glare. Hundreds of stalls pressed in from both sides, commanding attention: mounds of bright-eyed crabs on slurry ice, towers of sneakers, vats of spices that bled turmeric yellow onto the floorboards. A vendor snapped a length of dried squid like a warning flare; another cracked open the spiny shell of a sea urchin, the inner uni’s scent of briny sweetness filling the air as another train thundered somewhere nearby, steel wheels screaming like radio feedback. Tourists bargained in broken Japanese; locals barged past with plastic shopping baskets.

A flash of polished glass ahead marked one of the market’s few cafés and I saw Nuwa standing outside. She was as I remembered her: five foot two, and so slender I figured she’d vanish if she turned sideways. But there was nothing fragile about her. She was like a blade: narrow, sharp, and dangerous. Even in the half-light, her eyes looked onto mine with the same quiet intensity she’d exhibited in Beijing.

“Hello, Mr. Morgan,” she said, as we approached.

“I thought we agreed to be on a first-name basis,” I replied. “Good to see you, Nuwa.”

I turned to my companion. “Nuwa Jiang, meet my associate Hiro.”

They nodded to each other.

“Hirotaka Asano, manager of Private Tokyo,” she replied.

“You have the advantage over me,” he said. “I have no idea who you are.”

Nuwa glanced at me. “I don’t believe that, but even if it’s true, all you need to know is that I’m a friend.”

“A friend?” Hiro responded. “Friends are usually more forthcoming.”

“Keeping secrets is a necessity in my business,” she told him. “As I’m sure it is in yours.”

“What was Muchen doing in Tokyo?” I asked, cutting to the chase.

Nuwa looked away, clearly uncomfortable. “You know I can’t discuss operational matters.”

“So, he was here on an operation?” I pressed.

“I can neither confirm nor deny that,” she said.

“Which is a form of confirmation,” I remarked.

She smiled slightly. “You play the game well, Jack.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice.”

“Why would a Guoanbu agent be facing criminal charges in Tokyo?” Hiro asked.

Nuwa shrugged. “Someone with a grudge, perhaps. Someone looking to neutralize him as a threat. I don’t know. I really don’t, and I’m not sure he did. There’s not much more I can tell you, but if you want to know more, speak to his lawyer. The one who witnessed his murder.”

“Reina Taniguchi,” Hiro said, and Nuwa nodded.

“You say if we want to know more,” I responded. “Why wouldn’t we want to know more?”

“Muchen was one of our best. Reina’s witness statement said he was afraid when he arrived in her office,” Nuwa revealed. “Muchen didn’t scare easily. Whoever killed him is very dangerous. The kind of danger you might not want in your own life.”

“You knew him well?” I asked.

Nuwa nodded, and I sensed a weight of sadness that professionalism prevented her from showing.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.

“Thank you,” she said, and I was sure she was holding back tears. “Well, I must be going.” She started to walk away, before turning back to me. “Remember what I said, Jack. Think before you pull on this thread. You might not like what you find at the other end.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied.

She backed away. “You know how to reach me if you need anything else.”




CHAPTER 6

HIRO AND I returned to the office, and he drove me in his own vehicle to the Hotel Toranomon Hills in the Minato City district of Tokyo. I eased back into the seat as the headlights of passing cars carved ribbons of light through the dusk, the neon glow of the city bleeding into the gathering night. We merged onto the elevated highway, the Toyota’s tires whispering over the asphalt. Below us, Chūō City’s monolithic towers receded while ahead the silhouettes of Tokyo’s skyline shimmered. I stared at my reflection in the tinted glass, noticing the tight line of my jaw, the dark circles under my eyes. The long flight was finally catching up with me. As we dipped toward the rainbow-lit span of the Akabanebashi Bridge, the gleaming towers of Minato City beckoned.

We pulled into a broad street and the Hotel Toranomon Hills loomed above me, its steel-and-glass skin cutting through the dusk like a sword. A lone doorman in a charcoal-colored uniform moved to greet us as the Toyota slowed.

“You want to grab a drink?” I asked Hiro.

He nodded. “Sure. Why not?”

He left to park his car, and I went inside to check in. I stepped through the revolving doors and into a cathedral of light and echoing footsteps across a sweep of pale marble tiles. Above, backlit wooden beams traced a geometric pattern across the soaring glass ceiling, casting a soft, golden glow over the brushed-steel reception desks. Behind them, smooth lacquer panels in deep indigo bore the hotel’s crest. In the hush I could make out the buzz of quiet conversation and the distant hiss of espresso machines from the café alcove, where low leather armchairs encircled onyx tables adorned with single white orchids. A row of potted bamboos stood guard along one wall, slender stalks swaying ever so slightly in the air-conditioning draft. At the far end, full-length windows revealed a sliver of the city at dusk—twinkling lights reflected in the lobby’s glossy surfaces, blurring the line between inside and out.

The receptionist found my reservation and arranged for my bags to be taken up, and once she’d given me my key, I found Hiro in the lobby bar, sitting at a polished onyx counter that stretched out like a midnight river. Brass sconces flickered above rows of crystal decanters, their amber contents shimmering like captured fire. I sank onto a high-backed leather stool, its grain cool beneath my palm, as low conversation and clinking glasses filled the hush. I ordered a single-malt Yamazaki on the rocks. Hiro had the same.

“A man called Masataka Taketsuru worked for Yamazaki. He brought the first copper stills to Japan,” he told me, as we raised our glasses in a toast. “They say he sold his soul to a Scottish wizard.” I did not comment but he noticed my surprise. “After the war, when people wanted to forget their shame and the salarymen wanted to delay going home, whisky became a ritual, the acceptable drink for those who don’t wish to face their problems.”

“I just like the taste,” I quipped, and Hiro laughed. “You found someone to go home to yet?” I asked him.

He had described himself as a workaholic during his interview and told me he was dedicated to his job.

“My life is too full,” he said with a shake of his head.

“Work isn’t life,” I told him.

“It’s a life.”

I wasn’t going to complain about the man’s dedication, so I changed the subject.

“How are your folks?”

“Well,” he replied. “They keep busy with their food stand.”

Hiro’s parents ran a gyoza yatai, a dumpling stall, in Tateishi in Katsushika district, a tightly knit, low-rise neighborhood of narrow lanes and aging shopping streets.

“They’ve had so many offers for their business over the years, even a scheme to franchise it,” Hiro said, “but they love their community and don’t want to see prices rise, so they keep on working as they are.”

He’d talked about his parents with such reverence during our interview—how important it was to them that children could buy healthy food from their stall for just a few coins. I had warmed to them without ever meeting them, their honest, community-led ethos shining from a distance like a beacon, and I could tell they’d instilled the same values in their son.

“I’d like to pay them a visit if we get the chance,” I told Hiro. “Try some of those gyoza you keep talking about.

“They would be most honored to meet you,” he replied. “To family!”

I raised my glass with more enthusiasm for his kin than my own. I hadn’t thought about my dad or brother for a very long time, and drinking the toast felt dishonest until I remembered that family is also built, not necessarily something we are born with, and Justine and our colleagues Mo-bot and Sci were like family to me now. I drank their health wholeheartedly.

“How’s Justine?” Hiro asked. “I was so relieved she recovered.”

“Thank you,” I replied. She had been one of the many victims of what had for a while been dubbed “the Hollywood shootings.” The media had covered the outrage extensively, and I’d also filed my case report on the company intranet. “She’s much better now. Back to work. Single-minded like you.”

But that wasn’t quite true. She hadn’t completely bounced back. Sometimes I caught her mind drifting when she thought I wasn’t paying attention. A vacant expression would overtake her face and I knew then that memories of the shooting were playing through her mind. She resisted my gentle suggestions she should see a trauma therapist to help her work through the psychological legacy of the attack, and I couldn’t force her to do so. I knew from my own experiences on the battlefield as a marine, and under fire as a detective, that extreme events could exact a toll in unpredictable ways.

“Send her my best wishes and tell her to take it easy,” Hiro said. “It’s good she has someone to share her life with.”

There had been a time when I’d been a little embarrassed about my relationship with Justine in a work context, but I’d learned to embrace our role as company sweethearts. The outpouring of love and support after the shooting had been overwhelming and had shown how much she meant to everyone in the organization.

I nodded and raised my glass. Hiro drained his and stood.

“Early start tomorrow,” he remarked.

“We need to see the lawyer.”

He nodded. “I’ll get us in first thing. Goodnight, Jack.”

“’Night, Hiro. Thank you.”

He nodded and walked away. I signaled for the check, signed the bill and headed for my room. Down a hushed corridor with cream silk-hung walls and charcoal carpeting, I found suite 1804, slid my card and eased the door open.

The foyer’s dark walnut floors gave way to plush ivory carpet beneath a sculptural chandelier. In the living area, a low charcoal sofa hugged a glass coffee table with a neat collection of art books. Beyond a sliding screen, the bedroom revealed a king-sized bed swathed in crisp white linens and punctuated by a single crimson bolster. I saw my bags on a pair of luggage racks near the walk-in wardrobe.

I checked my watch. It was 8 p.m. in Tokyo, which made it 4 a.m. in Los Angeles. I thought it was too early to call, so I sent Justine my love. She phoned me back almost immediately.

I answered the video call as I sat on my bed. I saw she was in hers, her long brown hair fanning across the pillows like an intricate river delta. A white camisole hugged her tanned frame, and her PJ shorts revealed the curve of one thigh as she stretched. Her eyes were tired but warm and full of love.

“Hey, Jack,” she said.

“Hey,” I replied, and we started talking.




CHAPTER 7

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, I stood in the plaza outside the Nanbu Building and surveyed the location. Reina Taniguchi’s office was located in the northeast corner of the tenth floor. The east window had been shattered by three bullets. According to Hiro, the assassin had taken the shots from an executive washroom in the building opposite. He’d used an emergency exit to infiltrate the building and gone straight to the washroom, which suggested he knew his target’s background well. According to the police report Hiro had been able to obtain from one of his former colleagues, once there the assassin had used a glass-cutting tool to isolate and extract a circle from the window and had fired through the aperture.

Hiro stood next to me, the pair of us motionless in the midst of a crowd of commuters moving with the urgency of early morning. He followed my gaze from Nanbu & Associates to the Ginza Equity Fund building where the shooter had concealed himself.

“A long way,” Hiro remarked.

“A quarter of a mile,” I guessed. “Challenging, but within comfortable range for an expert sniper.”

Hiro nodded. “Have you seen enough?”

“I think so. For now,” I replied. “They pull anything off the surveillance cameras in that building?”

Hiro shook his head. “Nothing usable. He knew their placements and was wearing a Yase Otoko mask.”

“Yase Otoko?”

“It literally means ‘thin man,’” Hiro explained. “It is a Noh mask used in classical theater. The Yase Otoko embodies restless spirits suffering in hell, regret etched into every pained line.”

“What about the street cameras?” I asked.

“Taken out with some sort of electromagnetic device,” Hiro replied. “Also disabled nearby phones.”

I sighed. “Definitely a pro. And one bent on sending a message. Come on.”

We went through the main entrance of the Nanbu Building and checked in at reception. Minutes later, an assistant showed us to Michiko Kurashima’s grand office, which occupied a corner spot on the twelfth floor. She was waiting with Reina Taniguchi, who wore the troubled, uncertain look of someone who’d experienced recent trauma.

“Jack, so good to see you,” Michiko said, rising to meet me.

We were partners in Private Tokyo and had known each other for years. We’d gotten along from the moment I’d engaged Nanbu to find me a local partner for the Tokyo operation. After looking at the business plan, they’d ultimately recommended themselves. I’d had no problem with that because Nanbu was a highly regarded law firm and their involvement made sense from a strategic perspective, since most of Private’s clients in Japan would be corporations involved in litigation. Michiko was quietly spoken and thoughtful, but with a core of steel that demanded respect.

Reina also stood and greeted Hiro and me nervously.

“Have a seat,” Michiko said, ushering us to some chairs near the window. “We have tea.”

A low table had been set with tea and coffee pots and ornately painted cups.

“Or coffee for the American,” she added with a smile.

“Tea is fine,” I said, and made a point of pouring. It might have been a terrible faux pas to play host, but I wasn’t going to have one of the women serve us.

“We’ll speak in English for the benefit of Jack,” Michiko said, as I handed them their cups.

Hiro and Reina nodded.

“The inspector investigating your client’s death told us he was facing charges of extortion,” Hiro said.

Reina’s eyes filled with tears.

“It’s okay,” I said. “We don’t have to talk about this now.”

“I’m sorry,” she responded, shaking her head. “It was just such a shock. And sometimes if I think about it, I can still see him falling to the floor … It all happened so quickly. I couldn’t do anything to help.”

Michiko placed a reassuring hand on Reina’s arm.

“Do I still have client obligations?” the junior lawyer asked her, and Michiko shook her head.

“They ended when he passed away.”

“Yes, he was facing charges of extortion. One of the contractors at the new Sumida Comets baseball stadium claimed Muchen Wang had demanded money and threatened him and his family, but when I looked into the background of our client’s accuser, I discovered he was a former member of the Mayako-kai.”

Hiro sucked in a loud breath.

“Enlighten me,” I said.

“The Mayako-kai is the Demon Realm Clan, a Yakuza gang that dominates the Tokyo underworld.”

I sighed. Maybe this was the danger Nuwa had been talking about. The nature of Muchen’s death made much more sense in the context of a gang feud. But what would a Chinese Intelligence agent be doing getting mixed up in extorting money from a gangster turned contractor? And why would Muchen have asked for me with his dying breath?

“So, you think the charges were fabricated?” I asked.

Reina nodded. “That’s what the client said. He told me the contractor, a man known as Goro Kuroda—”

“Of Kuroda Construction?” Hiro interrupted, and Reina nodded.

“You know him?” I asked.

“No, but I’ve seen his trucks around the city,” Hiro replied. “Sorry. Please go on.”

“Muchen told me the contractor, Goro Kuroda, had fabricated the allegations,” she continued. “But someone with real power applied pressure to convince the police to take them seriously.”




CHAPTER 8

“THE MAYAKO-KAI—THE Demon Realm Clan—was born in the rubble of the Second World War, when a street fighter named Oni Mayako carved out a protection racket in Ueno’s black markets. By the sixties his lieutenants were importing Burmese heroin, and they traded concrete and politicians’ loyalties to bury rivals under the skyline they helped build,” Hiro revealed. “Quite literally, their enemies rest in the foundations of many of the towers along Eitai-dori. After the quake of 2011 the Mayako-kai pivoted to data extortion, then crypto, and now they are more of a business corporation than a Yakuza clan.”

We were in Karasu Yakitori, a surprisingly large restaurant just off a blind alley in Kanda, a ten-minute walk east of the Imperial Palace. Inside, binchotan smoke curled against the low ceiling, and the skewers on the open grill crackled as they were tended to by four chefs. The room was packed with diners—office workers engaged in hush-hush transactions, muttering over blackened chicken hearts. The sizzling of oil against steel synched with the distant rumble of a train beneath our feet. I sat back against the wall of our booth and tucked into my lunch as Hiro told me the history of the Mayako-kai.

“They didn’t achieve all of that with charm,” he said. “Mayako-kai was known for being the most ruthless of all the Yakuza clans. They consolidated their grip on Tokyo through violence, but about twenty years ago, the government’s crackdown on organized crime and corruption yielded some unexpected results. The then leaders of the Mayako-kai were Kozo Kurihara and Tomio Hino. Like the founder, Oni Mayako, Tomio was a vicious man who had risen from the street. An enforcer who had disposed of many enemies of the clan. He wanted to fight the government, to murder ministers and corrupt the ones left alive through bribery and fear. Kozo was the nephew of one of the older bosses. He was born to power and understands its nuances.”

Hiro took a bite from one of his skewers.

“Good,” he remarked before continuing. “Kozo believed the clan had to accept the changes in the social order and move to more legitimate businesses, not giving up crime, but making it more discreet by merging it with big business. The irony is that in order to modernize, he had to engage in one last act of all-out brutality. He had to go to war with Tomio and his faction, the old guard who saw dishonor in Kozo’s path. The Mayako-kai engaged in a bloody civil war that lasted a year. Kozo emerged victorious after killing Tomio and many of his followers. Those who weren’t killed either retired under oath or swore loyalty to Kozo and went to work for him. This violent upheaval ensured that the clan survived.”

A waiter came to check on us, and Hiro gave him our thanks and waved him away.

“Kozo diversified the clan’s interests into the things I mentioned—construction, cyber, finance, technology—but it’s all still fueled by a massive criminal enterprise. He’s far removed from criminal activity on the streets, but he still profits from it.”

I nodded and took a bite of my grilled chicken. The food was delicious, but it turned to ash in my mouth when I saw two men, both in Japanese theatrical masks, one green and one red, emerge from a service corridor and stride toward us, raising the suppressed pistols they held in their hands.
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